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From the act of ordinary humans in shaping the world around them, to a structuralized
professional practice, the perception and meaning of design has evolved. The institutional
and closed definition of design in the years since the industrial revolution has failed to
recognize the ingenious designs that come from the common man, the everyday designer.
These solutions are contextual, sustainable and affordable and a necessity, especially for
developing countries. This paper on the democratization of design seeks to recognize the
ingenuity of this ‘diffuse’ or non-expert design and present cases of a few successful and
path breaking innovations from the grassroots of India. It further explores the idea of a
democratized design world where everyone would design. It would not mean deprofessionalizing design, rather a new role for the designer as a facilitator to create this
new reality of a participative co-design process. As we increasingly take cognizance of the
impact of design in domains like businesses, organizations and even governance we are
already on our way to create a pluriverse of design which creates value through a
collective design capacity.
participative design; ingenious innovation; diffuse design; everyday designer

1. Introduction
Design is limitless, fluid and instinctive. Design is essentially an inherent skill, which has helped humans
deploy creativity to a specific end. Design is a tool - for sense making, problem solving and creating
meaning. It is what men and women use to shape the environment around them, make decisions and
meet their needs for survival.
Design itself is defined as the act of systemic problem solving. Victor Papanek, in his book Design for the
Real World, talks about how “design is basic to all human activities – the placing and patterning of any
act towards a desired goal constitutes a design process.” (Papanek, 1985)

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
International License.
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2. The Evolution of Design
Design has evolved from a shared consciousness of people and has shaped cultures across the globe.
From the way that cavemen identified and created tools and objects, to the markings on the cave walls
for identification and storytelling, design as an activity has been a prominent factor in the creation of
culture, economy, and society.
For instance, in Kutch, a desert region of Gujarat, India, the practice of designing traditional rural houses
is centred around the climate, culture, aesthetics and traditions. These “Bhunga” houses are made of
local materials such as clay and bamboo. The circular walls protect against sandstorms, are structurally
stable to resist impact of the frequent earthquakes in the region, and insulate the house in the harsh
weather. A unique feature of the houses are the colourful paintings on the exterior and decorative mud
and mirror work in the interiors. Like the Bhunga houses, every culture responded to their needs
indigenously and in the process created designs that responded to their cultural and climatic needs. This
design process was a part of the daily lives of common men and women.

Figure 1 The contextual design of the Bhunga houses of Kutch. Source: http://www.dsource.in/gallery/habitats-kutch-bhunga

It is with time that design became categorized as a professional practice, often “marginalized as an
artistic or aesthetic practice only, which obscured our awareness of all the designing that was going on
and did not fit that category,” according to Margolin’s analysis. (Heller, 2015)
This gave rise to the concept that American designer and author Victor Margolin calls the two ‘D’s of
design:
design, with the small ‘d’ – was acts of ordinary humans shaping the tools necessary for daily living,
which later transformed into
Design, with the capital ‘D’ - specialized and professionalized design which developed during the
industrial revolution to cater to mass production and mass communication, to which it is largely
associated with till date. (Margolin, 2015)
Since the industrial revolution and the subsequent institutionalization of design began in the West, the
lens with which design was viewed was western centric. The modern understanding of design thus failed
to take into account indigenous design practices of other cultures, such as Asia and Africa. The
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recognition of design in these regions was limited to an understanding of ‘craft practices.’ It is also at
this point that design became a professional practice and started to happen in silos. It did not recognize
the activities of those outside the community of designers. Design was only what they created for the
rest of the world to use. The distinction between the designer and the user was prominent.

3. Design without Designers
When design becomes the exclusive function of a few, it tends to overlook the natural designing ability
that exists in humans. Eminent industrial designer from India, S. Balaram points out that in everyday
innovations for everyday problems, common men and women have always invented ingenious designs.
Answers to real needs spring up from the people themselves. Innovative men from all walks of
life-the poorest street vendor, the social worker, the engineer, the craftsmen, and the teacher
are designers without being called so. One sees many such unknown designers whose design
products are available on pavements and in weekly open-air markets where poor people buy
household goods. They are all made individually by hand from waste or recycled or inexpensive
local materials. (Balaram, 2011)

3.1. Indian Ingenuity and Grassroots Innovation
There are millions of unknown designers in India’s towns and villages, who are on a constant endeavour
to create solutions to problems they see around them. These non-designers demonstrate India’s
ingenuity and contextual innovation in design:

3.1.1. Mansukhbhai’s Mitti Cool Refrigerator
Designed by Mansukhbhai, a businessman from Gujarat, Mitti Cool is a fridge for the common man of
India. It is made of clay, or ‘Mitti’ in Hindi, and requires no electricity to run. Hailing from a family of
traditional craftsmen, he used his indigenous knowledge of clay craft to transform traditional clay items
into modern and innovative designs for daily use. Inspired by the functionality of the humble clay pot or
surahi which is used to keep water cool, Mitti Cool was Mansukhbhai’s attempt to create a low-cost
product which worked the principle of evaporation to keep food fresh for days. As a grassroots
innovator, he has launched his own company with a range of earthen kitchen products and was
supported by the Grassroots Innovation Augmentation Network.

Figure 2 The Mitti Cool Refrigerator. Source: https://www.hindustantimes.com/brunch/awesome-new-ideas-for-a-bettertomorrow/story-UhJg3FKHLpIw79vo3ECbwO.html
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3.1.2. Remya Jose’s Pedal washing machine
Remya Jose, when she was all of 14, designed and created a pedal powered washing machine which
runs without electricity and spins the clothes through a manual pedaling system. Made using recycled
bicycle parts, the machine makes doing laundry easier, even in the remotest of locations. She came up
with the idea while living in a small village in Kerala, where doing laundry meant going to the river and
washing clothes by hand. Jose invented her own solution by sketching the idea of her human powered
machine, finding spare parts and then going to the local auto shop mechanics who helped her weld the
machine together. The design replicates the functionality of a regular washing machine. It has a cylinder
which holds the laundry, and is connected to a bike chain and pedal system. It is a simple solution for
families without access to electricity. Jose’s invention was patented and even received a National Award
from the then President of India, Dr. Abdul Kalam. She now works with the National Innovation
Foundation of India.

Figure 3 The pedal powered washing machine. Source: https://www.homecrux.com/indian-school-girl-develops-pedal-poweredwashing-machine-runs-without-electricity/11894/

3.1.3. MJ Joseph’s Coconut Tree Climber
M J Joseph, a school dropout from rural Kerala, saw the difficulties faced by coconut pickers who
manually climbed the coconut trees to pluck the fruits from the top of the trees. He developed a safe
and simple device to address the issue of safety in doing the task. The machine consists of a hand grip
and two metal loops for holding the feet and propels with the alternate motion of the limbs. The device
can be used to climb other trees such as arecanut, or even electricity poles. The innovation inspired a
number of such improvisations in various parts of the country. He was assisted by the NIF and managed
to produce the device on a large scale and even have sales and distribution in other countries like the
USA, Maldives, Thailand, Australia, Brazil, and Mexico.
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Figure 4 MJ Joseph’s Coconut Tree Climber.
Source: https://www.thebetterindia.com/14439/innovation-tree-climber-nif-india-appachan/

3.2. Why India needs its Non-Designers
In 1958, Charles and Ray Eames were invited by the Indian government to visit India to explore the
problems of design. They toured various centres of design, handicrafts and manufacturing industry to
come up with a comprehensive ‘India Report’ which led to the establishment of the National Institute of
Design, Ahmedabad. Through the India Report they made various observations about the state of
economy and production and recognized the ingenuity of design in the ‘lota’ or a round water pot which
is found across the Indian subcontinent in various forms and materials. They stated in the report,
Of course, no one man could have possibly designed the Lota. The number of combinations of
factors to be considered gets to be astronomical – no one man designed the Lota but many men
over many generations. Many individuals represented in their own way through something they
may have added or may have removed or through some quality of which they were particularly
aware. (Eames & Eames, 1958)
A humble yet functional object like the lota, which has been a product of common design knowledge
and practice, illustrates how common men and women have collectively, and sub consciously, been a
part of the design process to respond to their cultural, environmental and functional needs.
In the Indian context, with varying socio-economic realities, these designs of everyday life are essential
because they are inexpensive and locally sourced. Grassroot innovations have recognized the needs that
modern design and technology often overlook. At a point when the world is struggling with excessive
globalization and a monotonous uniformity, innovations such as the Mitti Cool refrigerator teach us to
look inwards, rather than outwards for solutions and means. It is from the grassroots that the real needs
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arise. This process of ingenious solution finding has been in every sense inclusive, affordable, contextual
and sustainable.
At the same time, in India we have a specific category called “jugaad”. It refers to frugal innovation and
the ability of us Indians to improvise quickly and cheaply with available resources at hand. As Nelson –
who authored Jugaad Yatra: Exploring the Indian Art of Problem Solving – says, “When you couple this
resourcefulness borne from hardship with India’s competitive culture, you’re going to get different
solutions than you would elsewhere” (cited in Koch, 2018). We often see examples of irons used to
barbecue meat or laptop screens doubling as shaving mirrors.
The question remains: where does one draw the line between ingenious design and frugal innovation? Is
jugaad design, or is it at most an effective make-shift solution to ‘fix a problem’?

4. What happens when everyone designs?
Such as in the case of jugaad, frugal design and innovation can lead to problems such as neglect of
safety, standards and the performance of the design in the long run. Therefore, the world will still need
the ‘expert’ designer.

3.1. Manzini’s Expert and Diffuse Design
Ezio Manzini elaborated on the categories of design as the ‘diffuse’ design put into play by nonexperts
with their natural designing capacity, and ‘expert’ design, practiced by trained professional designers.
Manzini proposes that non-expert or diffuse design can co-exist with expert design to create a collective
designing capacity. According to him the ‘design mode’ would be dominant in all fields, at all levels of
human activity and for every kind of subject, whether individual or collective.
This panorama is also the space in which the relationship between diffuse design and expert
design will go on stage: a relationship that will develop as the two kinds of design work together
to solve the many and diverse problems that our societies will have to face(Manzini, 2015).
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3.2. Democratizing, not De-Professionalizing Design
The present circumstances don’t call for de-professionalizing design, rather an approach to democratize
design. It is a paradigm shift to ‘public design’ which is more integrated with the needs of the society.
It’s a process of looking inwards, and finding inclusive and contextual solutions. This is where the user
becomes the designer, and design become democratized.
Margolin thinks of design as democracy because it sets a stage on which diverse actors can come
together and democratically collaborate in shaping their present and future world. It engages diverse
people and publics in co-design and co-production processes concerning different aspects of their
everyday life (Margolin, 2018).

5. The Way Forward: A Pluriverse of Design
Design, to a large extent, is already an open field with almost no entry barriers. This has made possible
the existence of multiple approaches to solving problems through design.
As we increasingly take cognizance of the impact of design in domains like businesses, organizations and
even governance we are coming to a world which creates value through a collective design capacity.
Chair at IDEO, Tim Brown rightly said, “what we need is an approach to innovation that is powerful,
effective, and broadly accessible, that can be integrated into all aspects of business and society.”
(Brown, 2009)
To democratize design, the designer would be a facilitator to create a new reality of co-creation,
participative and public design. I suggest a three-pronged approach to democratize design:
•

Recognition of design that exists beyond the boundaries of the profession. “The industry needs to
be convinced that design is not exclusively formal and that it can mean actual enterprising in
addition to profit” (Balaram, 2011). It would also entail the layman recognizing the presence of
design in their everyday processes and object. It can be done by making the public, industry and
government aware of good design and practices.

•

Access. Once recognized, the tools of design can be made accessible through methods of cocreation and participation. Tim Brown says:
I believe that [the mechanisms] fundamentally lie in getting the tools of design, both the
methodology, the mindset, and literally the physical tools of design into the hands of many
many more people. When you only have a single, central point of control, as the designer or
architect, you will inevitably get a linear top-down design solution. But if you put the tools of
design into the hands of many more people, then you will get something that is emergent
and bottom-up. That is the fundamental principle in my opinion; you need to literally
democratize the tools of design so that many more people in these complex situations, such
as cities, can actually participate in design. (Brown, 2009)

•

Necessity. With recognition and access to design, it becomes an inevitable part of every process,
product and interaction. It means creating more opportunities to apply design solutions to a wider
range of problems around us, and empowering the “real people who exist in remote villages and
roadless small towns, slums and crowded footpaths of cities.” (Balaram, 2011)
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